Individual recognition based on song has been demonstrated in the majority of territorial songbird species investigated to date (Falls 1982; Stoddard 1996) . Studies have focused on the ability of males to discriminate between neighbour and stranger males, and, to a lesser extent, to distinguish between different neighbouring males. Evidence of recognition has been found in both of these circumstances. The most frequently used field data to infer recognition in males have been measures of reduced aggression in response to playback of recorded neighbour song compared with the songs of strangers (Stoddard 1996) .
Besides territorial defence, male song is also thought to function in the attraction and stimulation of a mate (Searcy & Andersson 1986; Catchpole 1987; Kroodsma & Byers 1991) . Female reactions to song are usually investigated using methods based on the copulation solicitation displays adopted by oestradiol-treated females in response to recorded male song (Searcy 1992a). However, to date only one study has used this technique to demonstrate that female songbirds discriminate among categories of local males. Female song sparrows, Melospiza melodia, have been shown to solicit more frequently and more intensely to playback of songs recorded from the repertoires of their mates than to songs recorded from local strangers (O'Loghlen & Beecher 1997 ).
An alternative to mate recognition as an explanation for female preferences for mate songs shown in the previous study is familiarity. Mate songs may be preferred simply because females have had more exposure to these songs than to songs of strangers. In the present study we tested this hypothesis by comparing female responses to songs of mates, neighbouring males and strangers.
Male and female song sparrows aggressively defend their territory against intrusion from neighbouring males using both visual and acoustic signals (Nice 1943; Elekonich 1997) . As with most oscines, in general only male song sparrows sing in these circumstances. Males also sing spontaneously prior to and during the breeding season when they are not obviously involved in interactions with neighbouring males (Nice 1943). Thus, female song sparrows are likely to have extensive social contact and exposure to the songs of their mates and those of neighbouring males. If female preferences for mate songs shown in the previous study are based solely on exposure levels, then females would show equivalent levels of responsiveness to songs of neighbours and mates.
